122             AFTER    THESE    MANY    QUESTS
I had been impressed by the calculations of magazine writers that if a man could devote all the time he spent in shaving to other purposes he could learn several languages, write so many books, and acquire numerous rare accomplishments. One day my wife gave me the joyful news that we were to have a baby. Only prospective fathers can appreciate the blend of fear and elation in my mind. I felt that I, too, must make some sacrifice. I thought I would grow a beard, not fully aware at the time of the violent passion and prejudice aroused in other men's breasts by the process.
Whiskers are the most difficult crop to grow in the British Isles. Other men regard them as a personal insult and do not hesitate to show their aversion. Hairdressers do not know how to trim them and usually give them a list to port or starboard. Angry women can seize a beard and make the wearer look acutely ridiculous.
My decision was reinforced by the chance that my wife and I, holidaying at Alfriston, had Professor Joad, with a group of satellite students, as fellow guests at the house where we stayed. If Joad can do it, thought I, so can I.
Then the trouble started. Men who would not dream of shaving their heads or their eyebrows but slavishly scraped their faces every day, derided and pleaded with me to take it off. They appealed to my vanity, my sense of fair play, and my sense of decency. All this persecution was vain and merely made me more obstinately hirsute every day. I soon had to admit to myself, however, that the ingenious calculations of time -saved were entirely wrong. I wasted hours every day explaining why I had grown a beard—giving every reason but the true one. Then there was the problem of keeping it tidy, which meant visiting the hairdresser at least once a week and/or shaving the cheeks to cultivate a Van Dyck effect.
I began to get extremely tired of the ceaseless explanations, the endless chatter about my harmless little beard. Eventually when I was put into war correspondent's uniform in 1942 I thought that at hist I had the excuse I had been wanting for ten years. I rang up the War Oflice and asked hopefully whether it would be necessary to shave oil' the beard. Public